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Memorandum
To: Associate Directcr, Management and Operations;NNatidﬁél Park
Service '

Attention: Cultural Resources lanagement Division

From: Reg£g£éilDifector, Western Region

Subject: Nominations to the Hationzl Register of Historic Places

Enclosed are nominations for 13 properties in this Region which have
been processed by the California State Historic Preservation Officer:

Death Valley National Mcnument
Death Valley Scotty Historic District
Kings Canyon National Park
Shorty Lovelace Historic District
Sequoia National Park
Giant Forest Lodge Historic District, Camp Sierra
Giant Forest Village/Camp Kaweah Historic District
Yosemite Naticnal Park
C_;;idalveil lleadow Historic Site
Portal Archeological District
Engine No. 6, Hetch Hetchy Railroad
Golden Crown Mine
Great Sicrra Wagon Road
Lamon Orchard llistoric Site
J/ 014 Coultervi
Track Bus No. 19, Hetch Hetchy Railroad
Yosemite Valley Bridges

We are enclosing an extra copy of each for your files. -
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Enclosures AN
ce: _—
Superintendent, Death Valley
Superintendent, Sequoia and Kings Canyon
Superintendent, Yosemite
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Coulterville Road

DATE ENTERED

[2LOCATION
STREET & NUMBER
N/A . ' —_NOT FOR PUBLICATION
CITY. TOWN CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT
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[7' DESCRIPTION

r . CONDITION CHECK ONE ' CHECK ONE

‘ L EXCELLENT __DETERIORATED .XJNALTERED ..XOR!GINAL SITE
X coop __RUINS __ALTERED __MOVED DATE
_.FAIR _UNEXPOSED

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL {IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Coulterville Road enters Yosemite National Park four times along the western
boundary as it winds along to the terminus at Highway 140 in the Merced River Canyon,
one mile below the area known as Cascades. The combined length across National

Park land is 8-7/8 miles. Historic documents refer to 19% miles inside park
boundaries; however, approximately 6 of those miles are actually on National Forest
land.and a 4-mile sectionm to the valley floor proper is no longer extant. (There

is also a sspur route connecting the Coulterville with the Big 0Oazk Flat route via
Crane Flat, a distance of some 6 miles that is shown on topographic maps but not
included in this nominationm,) '

Starting at the park boundary, near Hazel Green, the dirt road passes through a

lodgepole forest, with gentle grading and enters the Merced Grove of giant sequoias.

This section is designated as a fire road for use of National Park Service vehicles

only. The southern entrance to the grove is blocked by a dirt culvert across the

road and the northern entrance has a locked fire road gate. Heading east toward

Foresta/Big Meadow the road is intersected in several places by paved access roads

on Forest Service land. The Coulterville road is paved for the last 3%-mile section,

where it crosses Crane Creek on the southern perimeter of Big Meadow to its terminus.
last 1-3/4 miles of road has a grade of over 16% compared to modern mountain

: | maximum of 6%. The sheer descent required several retaining walls to support

tue outside edge of the road. They are still intact. The danger of traversing this

last section of road is one reason why it failed in competition with the old Big

Oak Flat Road. Some cars are driven a short section of this grade from the 140

side to gain access to a rock climbing area on the granite cliff, although there

is a sign prohibiting vehicular access.

Histo;ically the road continued up the Merced River Canyon, on the north side to
a junction neav the present Pohono Bridge where it joined the previously built
wagon road leading to the old Yosemite Village. The historic road description
closely parallels this current description with the inclusion of the valley
access and several sections of Forest Service land near Foresta.




[3] SIGNIFICANCE
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FERIOD AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE -- CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW
_PREHISTORIC  —ARCHEOLOGY-PREHISTORIC  __COMMUNITY PLANNING . LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE  __RELIGION
__1400-1499 — ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC —CONSERVATION _taw —.SCIENCE
_1500-1599 —AGRICULTURE —ECONOMICS —LITERATURE —.SCULPTURE
—~—1600-1699 —ARCHITECTURE _—_EDUCATION —~MILITARY —SOCIAL/HUMANITARIAN
—1700-1799 —ART _XENGINEERING _Music —THEATER
X1800-1899 —COMMERCE _EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT  __PHILOSOPHY X TRANSPORTATION
—1900- —COMMUNICATIONS _INDUSTRY — POLITICS/GOVERNMENT __OTHER {SPECIFV}

—INVENTION

SPECIFIC DATES 1874 ' BUlLDEFVA-RCHlTECTCoulterville and Yosemite Turnpike

_ STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
The Coulterville Road is the first stagecoach road to have reached the floor of Yosemite
Valley and is of local significance in transportation and engineering. For 23 years
prior to its construction the only access to the valley was by horse, mule, or foot
down precipitous trails. "The 12,000 tourists, who frantically clung to their
Yosemite-bound steeds during this period, included many Easterners and Europeans not
accustomed to mountain trails.'" Although this pioneer wagon road possessed an equally
precipitous grade in its final descent, the stagecoach provided travelers some degree
of comfort and peace of mind and signaled a new era in the history of Yosemite Valley
tourism. It is also worthy of note that one of Yosemite's three groves of giant

_sequoias was discovered when the road was being surveyed. (There is conjecture that
_»< is Grove of Big Trees was first seen by members of the Walker expedition of 1833.)

"In 1870 the Coulterville and Yosemite Turnpike Company was organized under the General
Incorporation Law by citizens of Mariposa County residing on the north side of the
Merced River and near Coulterville, to build a wagon road from Bower Cave to the
western boundary of the Yosemite Valley Grant. The road was constructed during 1870
and 1871 from Bower Cave up the southern slope of Pilot Peak, to Hazel Green (ele-
vation 5,665), descending to Big Meadow and a short elevation to its terminus at
Crane Flat. Here it met its competitor, the Big Oak Flat Road - a Tuolumne County

sponsored wagon road that ran an additional 5 miles to Gentrys Station near the top
of E1 Capitan.-

The final 13 miles to the valley floor from the Crane Flat terminus, or the 8 miles .
from Gentrys, were by horseback. Early reports by California State Geologist

Josiah Whitney had foretold great difficulty and expense if a wagon road was to
descend down the granite walls, and, for a time, this deterred any interested parties
from making the attempt.

In 1869 the Yosemite Turnpike Road Company, builders of the Big Oak Flat route,
received permission to continue their road on into the valley, on the north side of
the river, promising completion by July 1, 1871. Financial difficulties ensued and -
they received a delay until January 1872. Still nothing was built and at that time
Dr. John McLean took over control of the Coulterville and Yosemite Turmpike Company
and obtained from the Yosemite Commissioners an exclusion franchise for a toll road
.into the valley on the north side of the river, The franchise gave exclusion rights

' the Coulterville Company for a l0-year period so that the road's financiers could

coup whatever the construction cost would be. The winter of 1872-1873 was unusually
severe and no work ensued so the commissioners extended the contract date to the end
of 1874.
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The UEM references were determined Wlth a rule of 25 feet out from the crown
of the road on either side. The road is described in item #7.

LIST ALL STATES AND COUNTIES FOR PROPERTIES OVERLAPPING STATE OR COUNTY BOUNDARIES
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EZ'CERTIFICATION OF NOMINATION

STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICER RECOMMENDATION
YES___ NO___ NONE____

STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICER SIGNATURE

in compliance with Executive Order 11593, | hereby nominate this property to the National Register, certifying that the State
Historic Preservation Officer has been sllowed 80 days in which to present the nomination to the State Review Board and to

evaluate its significance. The evaluated level of significance is National State Local.
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After Dr. McLean obtained the franchise, and while work was in progress, the Big
Oak Flat Company again applied for permission to enter the valley. It was denied
by the Yosemite Commissioners on three occasions - and then granted by the
California State Legislature in February 1874.

The Coulterville road was completed on June 18, 1874. It cost $55,000 for the
section from Hazel Green to the valley floor, money supplied by Dr. McLean. The
cost was mainly for the expensive detour made to pass through the newly discovered
Merced Grove of Big Trees, happened onto while resurveying their rouvte for the
Yosemite Commissioners. This 'detour" caused the abandonment of 6 miles of the
already completed road to Crane Flat. Another expense was the nmarrow grade from
Crane Creek, near Big Meadow, down to the Merced River Canyon floor - a distance
of 1150 feet in less than 2 miles, and then the remaining 4 miles up into the
valley, all of which had to be blasted out of solid granite.

(’ Big Oak Flat road only required 3 miles of road to be built. A spectacular 3
, 28 they were, however, wrapping around the flank of El Capitan. This latter
road was completed to the valley floor one month after the Coulterville road.
The feud had been bitter and within a short time it was apparent that the Big Oak
Flat was the more popular, and safer, route to the everlasting financial detriment
of Dr. John McLean. With two roads in competition the Yosemite Commissioners
decided it was unfair to charge tolls inside the Grant and purchased the 4-mile
section of the Coulterville Road from the Merced River junction to the Pohono Bridge
for $10,000 arnd .tk toll-free 3-mile section of Big Oak Flat from Gentrys for $3,500.

When Yosemite National Park was established, encompassing the privately owned toll
roads, there were no appropriations for purchasing sections on park land. The
Government offered to maintain the roads if the companies would declare them toll-
free. The Big Oak Flat accepted and the Coulterville Road Company refused. The
road rapidly fell into a state of comparative disuse with accompanying disrepair.
The Board of Supervisors declared the section from Hazel Green to the Pohono Bridge
a public highway in 1911 and a complicated lawsuit ensued with Mary McLean, daughter
of Dr. McLean, demanding the right to collect tolls. This eventually involved the
National Park Service in 1917. Her rights were denied because no maintenance
had been done since 1908.

Today the precipitous grade is closed to vehicle use. The partially paved section
in the Foresta/Big Meadow area is used primarily by residents, and the section
through the Merced Grove of Big Trees is only driven on as a "fire road."
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